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The description of 'topic units' presented in this paper 
b.egan as an :;:~,ttempt to describe paragraph structure. Those who 
write about paragraphs, however, seem to agree on only two 
things: a paragraph begins with an indentation, and it is 
composed of sentences. In the search for a different point of 
view, I have adopted the assumption that 'clauses', not 'senten-
ces', are the basic unit for constructing texts. Thus the 
approach used in this paper was to ignore sentences and paragraphs 
and to consider only clauses as I looked for an answer to the 
question, "Is there any formal unit of written text in English 
beyond the sentence?" In answering the question I have applied 
notions about topic-comment relationships in single sentences 
to the analysis of the surface structure of longer segments of 
text. I will suggest that the surface structure of text is 
organized as a series of sets· of clauses grouped into what is 
here called 'topic units' and that topic units .have formal 
characteristics of their own. 
The ideas draw heavily from Halliday's (1967) work on 
"theme," from Gundel's (1977, 1978) studies of topic-conunent 
structures in English sentences, from Keertan and Schieffelin's 
{1976) work on topic as a discourse notion, from Halliday and 
Hasan's (1976) book on cohesion in English, and from Li and 
Thompson's (1976) paper on subject and topic. The conclusions 
are reinforced by psycholinguistic studies on the comprehension 
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of discourse as cited by Cairns and Cairns (1976, 160-163) 
and the way discourse is stored in memory by Hurtig (1977, 96). 
The procedure was to analyze clause-by-clause fifteen 
texts taken from short stories, novels history books and 
newspapers. Each sample was limited to the first two paragraphs 
of its story or section in order to insure that the writers 
started from the same point in terms of presenting and estab-
lishing referents. As far as possible an attempt was made to 
consider each clause or verbal phrase on the basis only of 
its function and not to consider any semantic content or nar-
rative purpose it might have. The choice of samples was in-
fluenced by a desire to consider how established professional 
writers actually use language to convey their meaning. 
Most of the studies referred to earlier are concerned 
with how messages are organized: where does the most important, 
newest information come in a sentence? Is 'given' information 
the same as 'old' information? Is the grammatical subject 
the same as the 'topic'? What is meant by 'topic? 
A few examples from those studies will quickly show that 
for English sentences there is no single uniform definition or 
understanding about the 'topic', or 'theme' as some have called 
it. For example, many writers will say that 'topic' is 
definite and it is a NP as in Gundel's 1974 example from 
spoken English: 
John WENT HOME. 
where, with normal stress, the accent falls in the predicate. 
"John," with lesser stress is the topic, and "John" is a 
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definite NP. But, Gundel says, the stressin spoken English 
can shift from predicate back to subject without any change in 
the word order, and then "went home" is the 'topic', and the 
'conunent', "It was JOHN who went home." From this we can see 
that for Gundel topic may appear in different positions within 
the sentence and that it is not always a NP. 
.. 
In Halliday's treatment of 'theme' in a single clause or 
sentence, 'theme' always comes first, but it is not always an 
NP. (This is the example closest to my conception of topic in 
longer text . ) In the example, 
2. John saw the play yesterday. 
"John," as the first element, is the 'theme' as well as a NP 
and the grammatical subject of the sentence. If the sentence 
is reordered, however, so that some other element is placed 
ahead of the subject as in Yester 
J. Yesterday John saw the play. 
then "Yesterday" becomes the 'theme'. Is "Yesterday" a NP? 
In the example 
J. Yesterday in the afternoon John saw the play. 
there are two thematic elements: "Yesterday" and "in the 
afternoon." Should we consider the prepositional phrase a 
NP? I think not. 
Other examples from work done by members of the Prague 
school would stess the disagreement about terms and sentence 
position. The examples given here serve as a base for my 
own examples later on. 
An example given by Li and Thompson that comes from 
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Chinese shows: 
4. Those tree (topic), tree-trunk big (comment). 
(English style)s As for those trees, the trunks 
are big. 
Li and Thompson list and describe characteristic for topic 
in topic-prominent languages like Chinese which they say seem 
to be constant across languages. Topic is, they say, definite. 
Topic always comes first. Topic, unlike grammatical subject, 
does not need to be tied to the verb by selectional restrictions. 
Topic is syntactically independent of any grammatical pro-
cesses. While they say that these are characteristics commonly 
found for topic, in the examples I found for English there was 
little uniformity in the descriptions or in the terminology 
used. Therefore, for the sake of consistency and clarity, I 
have chosen to use.the word 'theme' with reference to single 
• 
sentences and clauses, and to reserve the word 'topic' for 
references that apply on the level of text. 
Now if we choose to consider any written text as a series 
of units composed of a 'topic' followed by one or more 'comments• 
with each topic or comment expressed in a 'clause' as defined 
below, we will find that the text is composed of independent, 
tinified segments. The word 'clause' as used here refers to a 
' word troup that includes a single verb, predicate adjective, 
infinitive, or gerund; it does not include single-word 
nominalizations as a verbal. No clause is considered more or 
less important than another regardless of its type as dependent 
and regardless of the form of the verb. Each of these clauses 
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will function as either a discourse topic proposition or as a 
comment. 
5. (Clause 1) Having no furniture 
2) they brought 
J) what they had ••• 
While I have extended the definition for 'clause' beyond 
its usual definition, I have limited 'sentence' to a traditional 
interpretation. A sentence must include at least one main 
clause that actually exhibits a subject and a verb which agrees 
with it. A group of words punctuated to look like a sentence 
but which does not meet these criteria remains a sentence frag-
ment. These definitions were adopted as part of the effort to 
see text apart from its sentence structure. What follows next, 
then, is a description of topic units. 
Since the constituents of topic units are clauses, the 
units do not depend on any punctuation to show their limits as 
the examples below will show. That is, punctuation for 
clause structure will not identify the beginning or the end of 
a topic unit. The relationship between the topic and the 
comments is very much the same as the relationship between the 
topic and comment elements of a single sentence or between 
the complete subject and complete predicate of a sentence as 
described in most pedagogical grammar books. The difference in 
text is that the topic and comment elements within sections of 
text do necessarily reveal specific cohesive ties. These ties 
establish what I call a 'relevant' relationship for the clauses 
of a unit. The topic units, however, are perceived holistically 
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as the joint product of a discourse topic and its comments. 
This holitic perception is, of course, based in part on the 
semantic interpretation. 
In line with Halliday's notion of theme and Li and 
Thompson's notion of tipic, a discourse topic always comes first 
in a topic unit. It is the first, or sometimes the first two, 
'clauses' in its unit. Its function is to set forth a propo-
sition in the rhetorical sense of a "statement to be discussed;., 
thus it is always explicitly present. Whether or not the state-
ment is true, is being affirmed, denied or presupposed is not 
part of the meaning of'proposition' in this case. The function 
of that proposition is, to borrow Li's words (1976, 464), "to 
specify the domain within which the predication holds." I 
would make "predication" plural when used with reference to 
'topic units', for each unit may include more than one 'comment' 
or predication. Thus the discourse topic's prime function is 
to set forth in clause form a limiting framework which is 
both definite and identifiable within the context as ib 7 and 
8. 
Or: 
7. A boy who was wearing a brown shirt (topic) 
ran down the block. 
He rushed across the street 
without looking, 
and a car hit him. 
(Bear, 1979) 
(comments) 
8. When Miss Emily Grierson died... (topic) 
(Faulkner 1959, 187) 
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This initial topic is, as is the "theme" in Halliday's tre~tment 
of the sentence the "starting point for the message." Because 
the writer puts it first, it can be assumed that the information 
is now shared with the reader and that it is consciously acti-
vated in the reader's mind before the comment occurs. It 
should be remembered here that in writing, unlike in speaking, 
there is time and opportunity for considering the arrangement 
of the parts of the text. This permits revising and correcting 
such deviations as right-dislocated topics which may occur in 
speech (Gundel, 1977). Thus it is the written form that makes 
it possible 
first. 
to say that the discourse topic always comes 
The claim here is that this initial discourse topic always 
has some cohesive tie with a word or words·in every comment 
clause of its unit. Any comment that is not tied to the topic 
will be irrelevant. 'Relevance' thus takes on a special meaning. 
In example 9, 9b contains two ties to 9a• "the old woman" and 
"her." In 9c, however, the¢ for the gapped subject provides 
the tie with "woman" of 9a. 
9. a) DTP1 The old woman and her daughter were sitting 
on the porch ••• 
b) C: The old woman slid to the edge of her chair 
c) C: and~ leaned forward. 
(O'Connor, 1959, 259) 
It should be noted here that when a ¢ representation is 
involved in the 'relevance' relationship, it can only occur 
in the comment clause, never in the topic proposition. The 
reason is obvious since it has already been stated that a 
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discourse topic must be included explicitly for each topic 
unit. The element s of the discourse topic cannot be 
assumed or "understood." 
Comments, then, first are rele\8Dt to the t~pic proposition. 
They are also 'similar' to one another. Thus "similar' and 
'similarity' take on a particular meaning in this context. 
They mean that all of the comments of a unit will reveal 
some type of repetition which marks them as members of a 
single group. 
This repetition can depend on a single word, a phrase, a 
concept, or a set of features. It may be achieved by 
stating the word or phrase explicitly or by using substitutes 
which can take the form of pronouns, synonyms, ¢, metaphors 
or implications as seen in the examples below. 
In example 10 the concept 'see' provides similarity. It 
is repeated in "could not see," "had never seen," "could 
tell11 and~ which represents 'in order to see'. 
10. a) Comments The old woman slid to the edge of 
her chair ¢ 
b) Ca leaned forward¢ 
c) C: shading her eyes from the piercing 
sunset ¢. 
d) C: The daughter could not see far in 
front of her ••• 
e) C: Although the old woman had never seen ••• 
f) Cz she could tell even from a distance ••. 
O'Connor (1959,259) 
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Repetition for similarity may also permit shifting the 
type of function of a word as Hemmingway does in 11 with 
"fished (verb) alone," "take a fish"(noun), and "had gone¢" 
(~, fishing, verbal). 
11. a:) DPT s He was an old man 
b) c: who fished alone in a skiff ••• 
c) c: and he had gone (~) eighiy-four days now 
d) c: without taking a fish. 
Hemmingway (1952, 9) 
Or similarity ~y derive from the use of metaphor and 
implication as in 12 where the relationship depends on "dead,u 
"long repose" for 'sleep of death', and "bones~" with the~ 
meaning 'of the dead'. 
12. a) Cs The grandfather, dead for more than thirty years, 
b) C: had been twice disturbed in his long repose ••• 
c) C: She removed his bones ••• 
Porter (1959, 200) 
In a different way, similarity may also be established by 
a group of syntactive featureso A series of verbs which employ 
the same tense, mood, person and number may do so as in lJ. 
Tense by itself, however, is not enough to maintain similarity. 
lJ. a) c: He did not pause. 
b) C: He did not even glance at the boys. 
c) c: much less ~ give them good-day. (~: did he) 
d) Ct He just clumped down his ••• shoes .•• 
Porter (19J9, 9J) 
The gapping in lJc above serves to emphasize that it is these 
features that are the source of similarity. Such gapping can 
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be particularly useful for indicating similarity when the seman-
tic content is very different from one comment to the next. The 
¢which marks a gapped constituent for similarity cannot, 
however, continue into the next unit. Instead, since it is in 
itself one of the marks of a set of similar predicates, it plays 
a part in marking the boundaries of a topic unit. 
The very restricted meaning of 'relevance' and 'similarity• 
here means that the content of a topic unit is much more limited 
than that of a paragraph. Thus in terms of text, ideas are not 
started, dropped, and picked up again within a topic unit. 
Rather this is the level where details are added, texts expanded, 
or new information for a topic shift introduced. 
Finer details may be developed in an 'embedded topic unit'. 
Such units are constructed and have parts which function in the 
same way as independent units. A discourse topic is followed 
by its own comments. The difference is that an embedded unit 
as a whole forms a single comment on the immediately prior 
discourse topic. It becomes part of the larger unit as a 
comment. In s~ch a case the discourse topic of the embedded 
unit performs two functions at once• it is part of a comment 
on a pervious topic proposition, and it is also a topic proposi-
tion in its own right. 
14. a) DPTs~ ••• that he was a tramp 
b) l and no one to be afraid of. 
Ct Emb. DPT• His left coat sleeve was folded up 
C• ¢to show 
e) Cz there was only half an arm in it. 
O'Connor (1959, 259) 
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It will be noticed that 14 d-e do not include ~y relevant tie 
to 14a-b. However, 14d-e are tied to 14c and depend on it for 
relevance to the larger context. 
Not every clause provides an independent comment, however. 
A relative adjective clause which modifies a single noun in a 
preceding clause can combine with it to form a single comment. 
In this case the adjective clause by itself is not 'relevant' 
to the topic proposition of the unit nor to any lower embedded 
discourse comment. Instead, it adds an extra detail in the 
same way that a one-word adjective would, so that the two 
clauses are one piece. Such adjective clauses are called 'zero' 
clauses and are labelled •o• in the examples because in their 
own right they are neither topic nor comment. 
15. a) DPT• ••• he was a tramp ••• 
b) Cs He had on a black town suit and a brown 
c) 
~hat 
~hat was turned up in the front and down 
in back. 
O'Connor (1959, 259) 
The previous examples show, as will the following longer 
example 16, that the boundaries of the topic unit have no 
punctuation of their own and are not limited by sentence 
boundaries. In addition, 16 shows that there is no summarizing 
statement like a topic s£ntence for the units, and the 
boundaries may remain quite inconspicuous in a smooth text with 
subtle transitions from one idea to the next. 
The shift from one unit to the next may come in the 
middle of a sentence (16h), and it may even occur between 
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major constituents which seem inseparable such as verb and its 
complement (22 j-k). Thus when a topic proposition occurs as 
the final clause in a sentence, it may carry the reader ahead 
into the next set of comments without any break in the message 
line. Furthermore, when the topic functions as a final clause 
in a sentence, it may begin with a pronounwhich gives it an 
inconspicuous grammatical form (16h). This means that even 
though the topic comes first, it is not always a prominant 
element in the text as a whole. As a result, topic units are 
not always highly visible as separate entities and often will 
be recognized only after the fact. The test for the topic unit 
is that one content subject is dropped and another taken up. 
The shift is complete and there is no further mention of the 
subject matter of the previous unit. 
Interaction among the three systems of topic unit, sentence, 
and paragraph results from the fact that the constituents of a 
topic unit are clauses. Clauses can be joined into sentences 
in any of a variety of ways to achieve a compact expression 
of more than one comment on the topic proposition of a unit. 
An example of the way a unit can interact with sentence 
is the zero clause in 15c. Although it has the structure of a 
clause, it is no more important than a single-word modifier of 
"hat" would be. If a zero clause occurs at the end of a unit, 
it can serve a rhetorical function as well by providing a slight 
break before the introduction of a new topic unit. At the end 
of a paragraph, it may serve the same function for the paragraph 
division. Baker (1966, 63) writing about paragraphs remarks, 
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16. 
Paragraph: 
) 
T. 
C: 
C: 
C: 
C: 
C: 
C: 
1 g; 2~ 
Pro My time was my own after the 
afternoon board on Saturdays, 
and I was accustomed 
to put it in on a little 
sailboat on the bay. 
One day I ventured too far 
and was carried out to sea. 
Just at nightfall, when hope 
was gone, 
I was picked up by a brig 
which was bound for London. 
. Tt was n lon~ ~nd stormy voy~gc 
and they made me work my passage 
as a common sailor without pay. 
~-r~~~~--~P~r~o~ When I stepped ashore in London 
my clothes were ragged and 
shabby, 
{
n) 
o) 
p) 
c: and I had only a dollar in my 
pocket. 
Emb. Head: This money fed me and 1 ~eltered me 24 hours. 
--C: During the next 24 I 
went without food and 
shelter. 
Twain (1959, 116) 
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"If your end sentences bring him (your reader) briefly to rest, 
he will know where he is and appreciate it." That statement 
may leave a student to wonder just how to accomplish it. 
The zero clause is one possible means. 
Interaction between sentences and topic units also occurs 
if a new discourse topic proposition is presented in mid-sentence 
as in 16h. Such a topic shift can serve to make an inconspi-
cuous transition and tie two somewhat different ideas together. 
Used in this way the junction may also help to call attention 
to a relationship between the two sets of information, a 
relationship which may be important to the purpose of the text 
as in 22j-k. This mid-sentence juncture makes the connection 
between the sets of information tighter, for the first part 
of ·the sentence helps to restrict what can come next and make 
it seem natural. 
Sentences and topic units also interact by means of 
clauses with 'marked theme' in the sense used by Halliday. 
Earlier it was noted that the grammatical subject and theme 
are often expressed by the same word in English. The use of 
a 'marked theme' offers a way to separate those two roles. In 
a topic unit, the marked theme can serve to hold the focus 
of the discourse on the discourse topic proposition. But there 
is something more to say about this. 
If there is more than one clause which shows a 'marked theme' 
within the limits of a single topic unit, each consecutive 
theme refers to a sub-part of the previous theme. For example, 
16a restricts the semantic content of theme 16d and 16f. Each 
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Each one refers to "time" and specifically to "time of day 
after the afternoon board." It is possible to state this 
somewhat more abstractly& Within a topic unit, marked theme B 
is a subpart of marked theme A. Marked theme C is a subpart 
of marked theme B. 
The choice of marked themes in 16 is not just a "stylistic 
variation," but a special use of a tool for composition 
. 
being used to keep the topic proposition 'active' in the 
reader's mind. It prevents distraction by the grammatical 
subject which is being repeated from clause to clause. 
In 16 it is also clear that each of the comments does 
exhibit another tie with the discourse topic of the unit. 
The next example shows the use of punctuation--a colon 
and a dash--to delay the end of a sentence as·Melville ties 
the· beginning of a new topic unit into his sentence. 
17. a) DTPs . •••• set of men 
b) C: of whom as yet nothing that I know of 
c) c: has ever been writtens--
d) DTP: I mean the law copyists or scriveners. 
Melville (1959, 64) 
In 18 below the topic-comment relationship offers an 
explanation for the acceptability of what we call sentence 
fragments. Here Maugham incorporates a comment on an earlier 
topic as a sentence fragment although he punctuates it as a 
sentence. 
18. a) DTPs This district of Santa Cruz was then the 
most elegant district of Seville. 
-67-
18. (cont.) b) C1 Tortuous white s t reets, with large 
houses. 
Maugham (l9J5, 1) 
What 18b accomplishes here is to make it easy to hold the 
focus of attention of the topic proposition by not intruding 
a new grammatical subject in between that might distract the 
.. 
reader from it. This fragment is compact and efficient here, 
more so than a "proper complete sentence" might be: perhaps, 
'The streets were tortuous and white with large houses.' 
Turning our attention from interaction wi th sentences to 
interaction with paragraphs, we find that when the discourse 
topic proposition occurs as the last clause at t he end of 
paragraph, the topic unit straddles the paragraph boundary. 
By this means, new information can be activated and identified 
so that the next paragraph can deal with it as given informa-
tion. The new comments are relevant to the discourse topic 
clause even though it remains behind in the previous paragraph. 
In many cases the topic proposition used in this way provides 
the rhetorical transition needed in the text as in 19 below 
where the single line marks the topic unit and the double line 
indicates the paragraph boundary. 
19. a) 
tl TU b) I 1 TU c) 
II 
C: But that doesn't mean 
Ca the society has been totally uprooted. 
DTP: The historical roots of the society remain. 
C: One of the main ones carrying over from 
from the imper.ia.l to C omrnun:iSt times 
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19. (cont.) e) Cs is the belief that 
f) C: groups are more important than 
individuals. 
Goo ( 1979) 
Example 19 is an example showing that the use of pronouns is not 
blocked by the topic unit boundary. That very fact can then 
account for the use of a pronoun at the beginning of the new 
paragraph. 
Before ending this description of topic units, one question 
remainss Does it ever happen that there is a unit with no 
discourse topic proposition? The only example I have encountered 
so far is one that I would label a "stylistic" use of topic 
unit structure. Earlier examples like 17 and 18 that show 
interaction between the system~ of sentence structure and 
topic unit also fall into this area in my opinion. In 20 below 
a skillful and practiced writer intentionally, I think, creates 
a discourse topic too vague for identification. As a result, 
the reader is left uncertain for the moment about what is 
happening. What ought to be the discourse topic proposition 
is confusing, a mystery. The story is, however, a mystery story. 
The reader will probably· be aware that the only thing definite 
here is that, in keeping with a mystery, the plot itself is a 
mystery at this point. 
20. a) DTP: It was a small matter 
b) Ca (Emb. DTPt His wife said 
c) Cs she was willing 
-69-
20. (cant.) d) to spend a little money 
e) to have him home. 
Chandler (1965,161) 
Although 20 is the only example discovered in the formal 
texts tha~ere examined, examples have been found in student 
papers where the topic proposition seems to be misplaced. That 
is, the clause presented in topic position is an inappropriate 
one when considered in terms of the remaining clauses offered 
with it as in 21 below. 
21. a) DTP (?): After taking care of a child three 
mnnths old 
b) 0& 
c) ? 0; 
d) ? c t 
who was sick in a hospital 
Emb. DTP (?)a where I was working 
to my surprise his mother 
told me .•• 
In 21 the first clause is really not "definite" or "identi-
fiable" enough to serve as a topic proposition. What child? 
Who was taking care? There is no tie between 2lc and 2la 
since the only mention of "I" in 2la is by ¢. Yet relevance 
cannot depend on ¢ in the topic. The topic proposition here 
is simply inadequate. If the order of the clauses is rearr.anged, 
however, so that 2lc comes first (omitting "where•) then the 
section does have a definite topic. 
21A. a) DTPI I was working in a hospital 
b) Ca taking care of a three month old sick child. 
c) Ca I was surprised 
d) C: Emb. DTP; when his mother told me 
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21A ( c ont • ) • e) C z 
f) c: 
g) C I 
I'm not going to thank you 
because I wish 
the child had died ••.. 
If we go one step farther and examine this section from a 
pedagogical point of view, it will be noticed that the marked 
theme of 2ld seems a little awkward in this mid-sentence 
clause. Here the notion of topic unit structures can give 
some explanation. A marked theme is useful when there is a 
need to stress that that the central emphasis of the discourse 
does not depend on its grammatical subject. In this case, 
however, the grammatical subject is the important part and the 
tie is based on it. There is no need to reduce the emphasis 
on the subject in favor of some other element in this comment. 
In fact, the use of "my" instead of "I" tends in this example 
to obscure the tie to the topic proposition. 
Although further consideration of applications is not the 
subject of this paper, it may not hurt to quote Francis 
Christensen at this point• "If the new grammar is to be brought 
to bear on composition, it must be brought to bear on the 
rhetoric of the sentence •.• With hundreds of handbooks and 
rhetorics to draw from, I have never been able to work out a 
program for teaching the sentence as I find it in the work of 
contemporary writers." In response to him, I suggest that the 
idea of clause-by-clause construction and interpretations 
of text described for topic units is the key to the structure 
of discourse and to the rhetoric of the sentence. It is a far 
more important idea than seems obvious at first. 
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.. 
Some additional support for this notion of clause-constructed 
texts comes from psycholinguistic research. That is, this is 
not merely an interpretive approach to understanding written 
discourse. Cairns and Cairns (1976, 160-16)) cite reports on 
research that suggest: 
" ••• the clause is the primary unit of language 
processing ••• The clause is the maximal unit of 
short term memory ••• the surface structure clause 
•.• is the unit of comprehension." 
Hurtig (1977, 96) cites results similar to those above, and 
he also discusses research which seems to show that long term 
memory stores information under topics: 
(Information is stored) "in terms of the 
topic or propositional nature of the discourse 
rather than the surface structure of the 
linguistic form." 
Hurtig points out that this conclusion is not necessarily 
contradictory to the resul ts which indicate c l ause-by-clause 
comprehension. Instead, the two are separate bits that relate, 
on the one hand, to how information is conveyed and processed, 
and on the other, to how it is stored. 
The topic units exhibited in this paper seem to show that 
experienced writers do indeed present information clause-by-
clause matching the way that speech is perceived. In addition, 
they group the clauses under discourse topic propositions 
using a system that works hand in glove with the structure of 
sentences and paragraphs to meet the needs of memory. 
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Finally, we may recall that Li and Thompson suggested that 
within the sentence the topic is not required to have any 
grammatical or formal connections. It is, within the 
sentenc~ independent. I have tried to show that in text the 
discourse topic proposition is not independent. It is 
necessarily joined to the comments of its unit by its 
'relevant ties'. Thus it seems appropriate to consider 
topic units as units of text beyond the sentence which, 
unlike paragraphs, can be uniquely described. 
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APPENDIX 
The extended example 22 on page 24 incorporates a num-
ber of the examples from the body of the paper (9, 10, 14, 15). 
It includes an example of a 'zero' clause, an embedded topic 
unit, and a mid-sentence shift from one unit to the next. 
It shows clearly that the content shifts completely from one 
'topic unit' to the next. 
On the teaching level, it seems that students have learned 
to recognize paragraphs in terms of the development of a single 
'idea' and to interpret that notion very narrowly. To see if 
the previous statement is justified, a class of sixteen students 
at the University of Hawaii were asked to mark the paragraph 
indentations on unpunctuated copies of examples 16 and 22. It 
was anticipated that the boundaries of topic units and embedded 
topic units would invite paragraph indentations. In fact that 
was true. The students seemed to recognize paragraphs in terms 
of the development of a single idea. Thus sentences which con-
tain the transition from one topic unit to the next were the 
ones most frequently chosen. In example 22, ten of the sixteen 
students put a paragraph mark at 22h, while four students in-
dicated 221. Those two clauses mark the beginning and the end 
of the transitional sentence for the topic units in this 
paragraph. Thus fourteen of the sixteen would have split the 
paragraph in two, but none would have made the break in the middle 
of the sentence. 
In example 16, fifteen of the students did want to break 
the paragraph into two parts. Ten of them agreed on 16k; five 
others chose 16i as the beginning for a ne'll paragraph. 
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In general the results seem to suggest a recognition of 
topic unit limits as the boundary for a paragraph. 
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Example 22 
Paragraph 1 
TU 
I 
TU 
II 
a) 
b) 
c) 
d) 
e) 
f) 
g) 
h) 
i) 
j ) 
DTP•} 
DTP: 
c : 
c: 
c : 
C: 
c: 
c: 
c: 
C: 
The old woman and her daughter were sitting 
on the porch 
when Mr. Shiftlet came up the road for the 
first time 
The old woman slid to the edge of her chair 
and leaned forward 
shading her eyes from the piercing sunset with 
with her hand. 
The daughter could ~at see far in front of her 
and continued to play with her fingers . 
Although the old woman lived in t his desolate 
spot with only her daughter 
and had never seen Mr . Shiftlet before 
she could tell even from a distance 
k) DTP :\ that he was a tramp and 
1) DTP;J no one to be afraid of. 
m) C• E~DTP: His left coat sleeve was folded up 
n) C: to show 
o) Ca there was only half an arm in it, 
p) C: E~P: and his gaunt figure listed lightly 
to the side 
q) C: as if the breeze were pushing him. 
r) C: He had on a black town suit and a brown felt hat 
~ s) 0: that was turned up in the front and down in back, 
and he carried a tin tool box by a handle. t) c: 
u) C: 
v) C: 
w) C: 
x) 
He came on, at an amble, up her road, 
his face turned toward the sun 
E~DTP• which appeared 
C: to be balancing itself on the 
~eak of a small mountain. 
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Example 22 (cont.) 
Paragraph 
y) DTP 
TU DTP III z) 
A) C: 
B) DTP: 
TU 
IV C) C: 
D) C: 
E) c' 
F) c. 
2 
The old woman didn't change her position 
until he was almost into her yard; 
then she rose with one hand fisted on her hip. 
The daughter, a large girl in a short blue 
dress, saw him all at once 
and jumped up and 
began to stamp and 
point and 
make excited speechless sounds. 
O'Connor, 1959 
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